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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to examine the content of print media sources in their reporting of
a major disaster, Hurricane Andrew. At the time, Andrew was the most expensive natural disaster in
United States history with damages estimated at twenty five billion dollars. In Dade County, Andrew
resulted in fifteen deaths and one-quarter million people were left temporarily homeless. In terms of
sociological knowledge, the findings will show what different institutions print in accounts of a major
disaster. These findings will provide an opportunity to reflect on the nature and character of these
institutions. This study includes media coverage that spans an entire year to capture images of the
impact and recovery phases of the disaster. In order to research a variety of news coverage of
Hurricane Andrew, three different newspapers were selected including a national newspaper, The New
York Times, a regional paper, The Atlanta Journal Constitution, and a local paper for the disaster impact
area, The Miami Herald. Two government documents were selected to represent the government’s
response to the disaster. The Senate committee hearing includes testimony from a wide selection of
individuals including government personnel, non-governmental agencies and experts, and those people
who participated in the relief effort for Hurricane Andrew victims. The report from the U.S. Army
Material Command describes the military’s response to Hurricane Andrew and the logistic problems
they encountered in their relief efforts. Most of the findings of this study support previous disaster
studies. The newspaper articles focused more heavily on descriptions of victim behavior than the
government reports. The Miami Herald had the highest percentage of content on descriptions of victim
behavior. The media coverage of Hurricane Andrew had a higher percentage of content on damages
than either of the government documents. The newspaper articles and the government reports had
very limited coverage on evacuations and shelters and even less on descriptions of criminal behavior,
activities, and events. In contrast to previous disaster studies, the mass media only directed a small
percentage of content to criticizing the government’s response to Hurricane Andrew. The Senate
committee hearing contained the most criticism of the federal government’s response to Hurricane
Andrew. The Army Material Command report had the most criticism for the military’s response to
Hurricane Andrew.
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INTRODUCTION

We are starting with the question: “How are disasters perceived and reported?” Our subject
is a large natural disaster with significant impact on the United States of America. Hurricane Andrew
is the focus of this study for the following reasons: Hurricane Andrew was a category five storm that
spawned massive destruction to property and the lives of thousands of people in Florida and
Louisiana. At the time, Andrew was the most costly natural disaster in United States history with
damages estimated at twenty five billion dollars. In Dade County alone, Andrew resulted in fifteen
deaths and one-quarter million people were left temporarily homeless. An additional twenty-five lives
were lost from the indirect effects of Hurricane Andrew.

Furthermore, since Hurricane Andrew

occurred in late August of 1992, both the government reports and newspaper coverage is complete.
Rather than dealing with a survey of individuals who experienced Hurricane Andrew, this study
compares the socially constructed reports about this natural disaster from two American institutions,
the print media and the government. The published reports of these two institutions represent their
reaction to and interpretation of the event.
Responding effectively to a disaster depends on accurate and reliable information. The
purpose of the study is to reveal differences in the topics chosen by the two institutions and the way
in which the two institutions report the impact of and response to the natural disaster. History is full
of accounts of disasters and the way human populations respond. All disasters appear to have one
thing in common; the response could have been more effective in achieving a speedy and fair
recovery. This study provides new information, because it compares how the image of a disaster is
socially constructed by the news media and in government reports. If the image of the disaster
portrayed by the news media and the government reports is not a comprehensive and accurate
portrayal, it can adversely affect the response to future disasters. Everyone is a potential victim of a
natural disaster, and natural disasters can happen anytime and anywhere.

The quality of the

disaster response can mean life or death for the disaster victims. Although previous studies have
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examined newspaper and news magazine reports, no study has compared the reports of these two
institutions. This study adds valuable information to existing literature on natural disasters.
This study begins by examining existing literature on news media coverage and government
reports of disasters, followed by hypotheses based on the literature. Once the theoretical framework
of the study has been established, the design of the content analysis will be described, followed by
an analysis of the findings. The study will end with a discussion and interpretation of the results of
the content analysis on the news media articles and government reports.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature review will begin by referencing the body of literature chosen for this study,
followed by an explanation as to why the chosen literature is appropriate for the study. After this
introduction to the literature, we will examine the function of a newspaper report and what the
existing literature tells us about newspaper reports of natural disasters. Following this we will focus
on the function of a government report to determine on which aspects of the disaster the government
might focus coverage.
This study will focus on collective behavior literature because a natural disaster is a
significant disruptive event in people’s lives. A natural disaster is a consensus type crisis because
there is general agreement on norms and values, and people tend to agree on priorities (Quarantelli
and Dynes, 1977). The journalistic focus is the culmination of norms and values that create
definitions of news (Epstein, 1973; Fishman, 1980; Tuchman, 1978). Important news and interesting
news are two categories in which news is defined (Gans, 1979). Important news is often news that
affects many people (Brooker-Gross, 1983). Disasters fall into this category because by definition
disasters are viewed as affecting large groups of people (Brooker-Gross, 1983). Journalists tend to
view disasters as newsworthy because anyone could potentially be a victim of a disaster (BrookerGross, 1983). Disaster news confirms the premise that sudden bad news is newsworthy even if only
a relatively small segment of the population if affected (Brooker-Gross, 1983). Disasters are also
rare enough that coverage that is more extensive is devoted to them (Brooker-Gross, 1983).
Based on what we know about the two institutions, what might we expect to be the
similarities and differences in their perception of the disaster, their perceptions of the response, and
their interpretation of the behavior of individuals in the disaster situation? Newspapers have a
variety of different functions in modern day society. While reporting every detail about daily
occurrences is not possible, the newspaper captures incidents that are especially out of the ordinary
or interesting as judged by the journalist writing the piece. The idea of newsworthiness is driven by
stories that captivate the interests of the audience, and the press helps to form basic public opinion.
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The newspaper is a social institution that is formally organized with the aim of producing knowledge
and culture (Gamson et al, 1992). Speaking very broadly, the purpose of the newspaper is to
prepare a report that provides information to the public about people and events that are of interest.
One newspaper examined has the motto, “All the news that is fit to print”. Generally, the media are
seen as operating in support of the larger system, as agents of social control (Gamson et al, 1992).
In smaller rather homogeneous communities, this view has been interpreted to mean that
newspapers avoid conflict and engage in consensus reporting when people share common values
and interests (Gamson et al, 1992). In grander, more heterogeneous communities, newspapers are
expected to focus on conflict, forcing it into the public eye so it can be attended to and problems can
be managed (Gamson et al, 1992). “As social systems become more pluralistic, news media within
those systems become more critical of traditional and established ways” (Gamson, 1988). Studies
conducted during the past quarter century have suggested that the mass media do have important
effects on society in general and on elections in particular but that the strength of these effects
depends on a variety of conditions, including the length of time being considered and the kind of
effects being measured (Gamson et al, 1992, Herda-Rapp, 2003). Attitudes and opinions are not
constructed from thin air but rather from the information that people believe to be true and that is
most salient or easily accessible to them (Gamson, 1988).
This study will concentrate exclusively on sociological literature that examines how the
media commonly constructs flawed images of disasters. These flawed images of disasters threaten
a well-informed response to a disaster and are important to explore. Previous studies have noted
certain topics in disaster news media coverage that tend to be portrayed inaccurately.
The mass media has been criticized as portraying accounts of disasters that are often
misleading, exaggerated, and inaccurate (Fischer and Bischoff, 1988; Quarantelli and Dynes, 1972).
Numerous studies have indicated that the mass media is the main source of inaccurate beliefs about
disasters (Quarantelli and Dynes, 1972; Wenger, 1975). Media reports tend to be inaccurate in the
portrayal of physical damage, death, and social disorder (Wenger, 1975). Initial coverage
exaggerates the extent of damage (Altheide, 1997; Fishman, 1980; Gans, 1979; Tuchman, 1978;
Wenger, 1975).
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The mass media tend to portray individuals in disaster situations as panicked and helpless
or heroes overcoming tremendous obstacles when in fact most disaster victims are neither heroes
nor helpless victims (Fischer and Bischoff, 1988; Quarantelli and Dynes, 1972). Rather disaster
victims respond rapidly to the disaster with active coping skills (Quarantelli and Dynes, 1977). Many
people would predict that during a disaster, victims engage in irrational and panic stricken behavior
(Goode, 1992). Numerous studies, though, have found that panic flight is rare in natural disaster
situations (Quarantelli, 1980; Quarantelli and Dynes, 1972; Quarantelli and Dynes, 1977; Wenger,
1975). The belief that disaster victims will panic is the most widespread inaccurate belief about
disasters (Fischer and Bischoff, 1988; Wenger, 1975). Most people have this belief because of its
perpetuation through the mass media (Wenger, 1975). Often times, the media mistakenly reports
panic or the audience infers such behavior from the basic tone of the article (Quarantelli, 1980;
Quarantelli and Dynes, 1972; Quarantelli and Dynes, 1977; Wenger, 1975). After hurricane Carla, a
half million people were evacuated from their homes safely and calmly, but the newspaper reported
that “More than 100,000 Persons Flee in Near Panic” (Goode, 1992). This headline leads the
audience to believe that victims become senseless when confronted with a disaster, which is usually
not the case (Goode, 1992; Quarantelli, 1960).
The sensationalized portrayals also have influenced the beliefs of the public regarding the
fragile mental state of disaster victims (Quarantelli, 1960). Reliance on television and newspaper
accounts for disaster information leads to overestimating the extent of short-term psychological
dysfunction and the risk of future psychopathology (Quarantelli, 1960). The media often misleads
the public into believing that disasters are accompanied by a breakdown in the community
(Quarantelli, 1960; Quarantelli and Dynes, 1976).
Another common focus in disaster literature is the announcement of mass evacuations.
Many people hold the belief that when people are told to evacuate their homes they do (Quarantelli,
1980). “Research shows that unless an area is totally incapacitated (for example, if a flood swamps
a community), or unless residents are forced by civil or military authorities to leave, rarely does more
than a quarter of the population evacuate” (Goode, 1992; Quarantelli, 1980). The belief that people
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are quick to evacuate an area seems to be related to the belief that panic flight occurs (Quarantelli,
1960; Wenger, 1975).
The role of emergency shelters during a disaster is also questionable. Many people believe
that shelters are widely used in the aftermath of a disaster (Goode, 1992; Wenger, 1975).
Emergency shelters are very inconvenient and uncomfortable for citizens (Goode, 1992; Wenger,
1975). Most people who evacuate their homes stay with friends, family, neighbors, or arrange their
own shelter (Goode, 1992; Quarantelli, 1960; Wenger, 1975). Undoubtedly, disaster shelters are
often very uncomfortable and offer no privacy.
The common practice of looting following a natural disaster is another false belief about
disasters (Goode, 1992). Looting is actually quite uncommon during natural disasters (Quarantelli,
1960). Looting tends to have no community support during or after a natural disaster, and the crime
rate decreases during these periods (Goode, 1992; Wenger, 1975). Perhaps because looting is so
publicized in civil disturbances, many people simply assume it happens in natural disaster situations
(Wenger, 1975).
Mass media influence the framing of the disaster in other more subtle ways. News reports
tend to focus on specific individuals and relay detailed accounts of discrete events following the
onset of a disaster (Goode, 1992; Quarantelli, 1960; Wenger, 1975). The popular narrative form of
the problem, rising action, and climax dominates the mass media because reporters want to tell
stories that are based in fact but also are compelling (Goode, 1992; Quarantelli, 1960; Wenger,
1975). This method of reporting attempts to personalize issues by focusing on individuals (Goode,
1992; Quarantelli, 1960; Wenger, 1975). Because the mass media focus on random events of
destruction or heroism, the public is exposed to the sensational events but is not exposed to a
complete account of the recovery of communities in coping with disaster (Goode, 1992; Quarantelli,
1960; Wenger, 1975). Furthermore, the preponderance of news coverage follows the immediate
onset of the disaster and dwindles as time passes. As a result, the media do not present a
comprehensive account of the complex connections between different facets of disaster response or
display the everyday resilience that communities show over time (Goode, 1992; Quarantelli, 1960;
Wenger, 1975).
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The government of the United States has many parts and the response to Hurricane Andrew
illustrates this very well. While we did not examine any state or local government reports, many
agencies authored reports on Hurricane Andrew. The list includes: The Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA), The U.S. Army Material Command, U.S. Department of the Interior,
National Park Service, U.S. Department of Commerce, U.S. Department of Transportation, and the
U.S. Department of Energy. No comprehensive report attempted to combine the findings on impact
and response into a summary report on government response to Hurricane Andrew. This meant that
the reports looked at Hurricane Andrew through the charge to the particular agency producing the
report. One published report was a hearing conducted by the U.S. Senate. This report is described
more fully below but it reflects the purpose of hearings---gathering information about a particular
topic. Each of the agencies that produced reports responded to a different audience and operated
under different regulations.
The public expects the government agencies charged with tasks that are impacted by a natural
disaster to respond as quickly as possible to damage and to help meet the needs of human and nonhuman victims. A natural disaster cannot be controlled or prevented, but the public expects that in the
event of a disaster the government agencies responsible will respond as quickly as possible. However,
disasters create problems that are difficult to anticipate and remedy (Altheide, 1997; Fishman, 19800;
Gans, 1979; Tuchman, 1978; Wenger, 1975). In more routine disaster situation, the government seems
to respond effectively with speed, but at other times, the government's response seems to be slow and
inadequate. When the government's relief efforts appear to fail, the disaster victims and the media
direct much criticism towards the government. In fact, the mass media usually blame the government
for a failed or ineffective disaster response (Altheide, 1997; Fishman, 1980; Gans, 1979; Tuchman,
1979; Wenger, 1975).
Because it has a well-organized command structure and the capability to move quickly to an
effected area, some branch or branches of the military may be called upon to assist in disaster recovery.
The military serves various roles depending on the orders given to them. The military's exact role in a
disaster situation is dependent on the direction of other government agencies. In response to strategic
and financial pressures, armed forces are not only becoming smaller, they are seeking to achieve a
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greater range in their organizational structure (Dandeker, 1994). On the one hand, the military has to
respond to the changing strategic context by building militarily effective organizations and, on the other,
they have to establish an organization that is responsive to wider social values represented in the
society that pays for the armed services. Without societal support, armed services can do very little
(Dandeker, 1994). The military has many resources at its disposal as well as many limitations. The
military may require high-intensity capacity to make the relief efforts work effectively (Dandeker, 1994).
In addition to providing relief for the disaster victims, the military also assumes the role of social
control agent. Military personnel keep people out of area that have been extensively damaged in the
period immediately following the disaster; they enforce curfews. They prevent looting and guard against
injury to returning property owners.
The survey of the literature failed to discover any content analysis of a government report on a
disaster. In at least this sense, this study is breaking new ground. The reasonable expectation is that
content will reflect the mission of the particular government group responding to the disaster.
Government reports appear a considerable length of time after the impact and in some cases after most
of the recovery effort is complete. Government reports should have the perspective that allows some
reported happenings to be dismissed as merely rumors. Newspapers often pride themselves on being
the first to publish a particular story about an event or happening related to a natural disaster.
It is clear that media reporting is more personal and is likely to reflect a variety of perspectives.
Some studies of media such as Nimmo and Combs, Nightly Horrors (1985) show that the press may
create a particular narrative portrait of an event that gives an emotional tone. Nimmo and Combs
conducted a study of coverage patterns of six crises in the period from November 1978 to October
1982. Reports included: the Jonestown massacre, the Three-Mile Island power plant failure, the crash
of American Airlines flight 191 in Chicago, the eruptions of Mount St. Helens, the saga of American
hostages in Iran, the Tylenol poisonings. The study explored the belief that the media offer an
emotional context, a definition of the crisis situation that may reassure or alarm, reaffirm or subvert
audience peace of mind. Perhaps the analysis will provide similar findings.
The review of literature on natural disaster and similar events suggests that journalists can
create an emotional tone by focusing on reports of victims' reactions to destruction caused by the
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disaster. Reports of victim response provoke feelings of sympathy or horror in the reader. Journalists
will seek interviews with disaster victims who have been devastated by great loss rather than the
majority of victims who had a less severe disaster experience. Victims who have suffered great loss will
most likely express their emotional distress to the journalist. Such interviews make the news story more
compelling and interesting reading for the news article audience. Further, the journalist writing the
article seeks to convey an image of the disaster that will interest the reader enough to follow continued
coverage and to buy more newspapers. This journalistic technique may benefit the disaster victims and
their communities. In depth coverage of a disaster will increase awareness of the need of disaster
victims for assistance just to meet basic living conditions. When such awareness is widespread,
donations from citizens and aid from relief organizations, such as the Salvation Army and Red Cross,
increase. Pressure, on the government agencies responding to the disaster stricken areas, increases.
In summary, our literature review and discussion has shown that news reports of natural
disasters focus on accounts of disasters that are often misleading, exaggerated, and inaccurate.
Damages appear to be overstated particularly in the early coverage of the disaster. The mass media
tend to portray individuals in disaster situations as mentally fragile, panicked, and helpless. The belief
that disaster victims will panic is the most widespread inaccurate belief about disasters and is
perpetuated by the media. The media also tends to report that most people evacuate the disaster area
and use shelters. Looting following a natural disaster is also a common topic in media coverage of
disasters, even though criminal behavior after a natural disaster is very uncommon. News reports tend
to focus on specific individuals and relay detailed and abnormal accounts of the disaster.
While we were unable to locate any studies of the contents of government documents, these
reports should reflect the purposes of the agencies or governmental units, which produced them.
Finally, examination of media accounts of natural disasters suggest that accounts that include
interviews with victims have a greater emotional tone than those that do not.
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HYPOTHESES

1. The emotional content of newspaper articles about a disaster will decline over time.
Based on the study by Nimmo and Combs, Nightly Horrors, we anticipate that during the year of
news coverage of Hurricane Andrew the percentage of sentences per article with an emotional tone
will decline monthly as the year progresses, with the peak directly following the impact of Hurricane
Andrew. As the relief effort continues, the communities affected by the hurricane begin to recover.
Victims are no longer suffering from the initial high intensity emotions of fear and despair. Sentences
that describe victim behavior or recount a victim’s experience before, during, or following the
hurricane will be considered to have an emotional tone.
2. The U.S. Senate committee hearing following the disaster will have an emotional content
because of its focus on individual actions by certain speakers at the hearing. The Senate committee
hearing was conducted on April 19, 1993 overlapping with news coverage and recent to the disaster.
This government report consists of testimonies from a variety of individuals. Each testimony
introduces a different aspect of the relief effort following Hurricane Andrew. These testimonies
include descriptions of the roles and responsibilities of various government agencies.
3. The amount of emotional content in the Senate hearing will be less than that found in
newspaper articles about the disaster. For instance, the media coverage includes multiple interviews
with the disaster victims in order to present an image of the disaster to the news audience. Once
again, the media wants to present an interesting story, and interviews with the victims can be quite
compelling. Disaster victims suffer varying degrees of loss and they expect the government to
respond quickly and effectively to their needs. The government agencies are typically overwhelmed
by the disaster and the different government agencies have trouble coordinating their disaster relief
operations. Therefore the press coverage will more reflect the experiences of certain disaster
victims in an emotional tone, while the Senate committee hearing will be more concerned with
coordinating the different agencies, working with the state governments, and dealing with the
inevitable logistic problems that follow a disaster.
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4. The Army Material Command report about the disaster will have less emotional content
than the Senate hearing. The Army Material Command did not deal with the South Florida
population largely. Rather the AMC rationalized, organized, and manned the supply system
infrastructure needed to take the private and government supplies for disaster relief and made sure
those supplies went to the troops who in turn gave the supplies to the victims impacted by Hurricane
Andrew. The government report by the army was published long after the impact and recovery
phase of Hurricane Andrew in 1995 and has little emotion.
5. While all newspaper coverage of the disaster will decline through the year, local coverage
will decline less than regional and national coverage. According to disaster literature, newspapers
present the most compelling stories in order to sell papers. A community that is slowly recovering
from a disaster is not quite as enthralling for the typical news audience. The one exception may be
coverage of the recovery period in The Miami Herald. The Miami Herald is the local news media for
the areas and communities hardest hit by Hurricane Andrew. These communities continued to
struggle as the year passed and depended on the news media coverage for critical information about
insurance agencies, government aid and actions, and various other information resources.
6. Newspaper coverage of a natural disaster will include more different topics than
government documents. The media coverage follows the impact and post impact periods of
Hurricane Andrew and will continue into the recovery period. The length of coverage will allow and
require more topics in the news media coverage than the focused coverage in the government
documents.
7. Although both types of documents will contain some criticism of the government’s
response to the disaster, newspaper coverage will contain more criticism than government
documents. Previous disaster literature has indicated that the news media can be highly critical of
the government’s response to a disaster. The news media will devote a considerable amount of
attention to describing the ineffective response of the government. Although the Senate hearing and
the army report do contain critical sentences about the government’s response to the disaster, we
hypothesize that the percentage of critical sentences will be lower than the percentage found in the
press coverage.
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8. All documents will contain information about number dead or injured, number left
homeless and amount of property damage. Often the magnitude of a disaster is measured by the
amount of damages and the number of people who die or are injured because of the disaster. These
details will be important in the news coverage as well as the government documents.
9. Newspaper articles (particularly those produced immediately after the disaster) will have
more information about property damage, numbers dead, injured or homeless than government
documents. According to previous disaster literature, the news media exaggerates the damages
caused by disasters and perpetuates inaccurate beliefs about disaster victims.
These hypotheses above are potential empirical generalizations based upon our exploratory
research. The next section describes the design of the study to see if these hypotheses are correct.
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DESIGN OF THE STUDY

When a natural disaster is very large, many print media report on its impact and its
consequences. This study includes media coverage that spans an entire year to capture images of
the impact and recovery phases of the disaster. This annual coverage allows comparison between
the different media reports over time to discover differences in the national, regional and local news
coverage. The independent variable in this study is the print news source used in the content
analysis. Five news sources will be used in this study, including coverage on Hurricane Andrew from
three newspapers and two government documents. The dependent variable is the topic of the
sentence.
In order to research a variety of news coverage of Hurricane Andrew, three different
newspapers were selected including a national newspaper, The New York Times, a regional paper,
The Atlanta Journal Constitution, and a local paper for the disaster impact area, The Miami Herald.
One year of coverage in each of three newspapers was selected to represent the print media.
During the year of coverage from August 1992 until August 1993, The New York Times published
three hundred thirty nine articles on Hurricane Andrew, The Atlanta Journal Constitution published
two hundred twenty seven articles, and The Miami Herald published two thousand seven hundred
thirty three articles on Hurricane Andrew during the course of the year. Different newspapers may
reflect differences in what the editors believe are stories of interest to their readers. News reports
would be expected to change in content as the story of the disaster and response moves from the
initial impact and damage assessment to response and recovery. In a large disaster, the volume of
reports and newspaper coverage suggest that a sample of print media coverage and a sample of the
government’s response to the disaster must be selected for comparison. The national newspaper,
The New York Times, might be expected to portray a different image of the disaster than the regional
paper, The Atlanta Journal Constitution, and the local paper to the hurricane, The Miami Herald. The
New York Times was distant from the hurricane affected area, so readers would be more interested
in overall damages, including property damage, people left homeless, numbers of individuals injured
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or dead. The audience of The New York Times would also be interested in aid sent to the disaster
stricken area from individuals, nonprofit organizations, and the government. The national paper may
not have as many detailed descriptions of the disaster area because the audience would not be as
likely to identify with the disaster victim’s experience. Rather, the audience would be more interested
in the sensational events that follow a disaster such as looting behavior and interviews with certain
victims that suffered tremendous loss. The regional paper, The Atlanta Journal Constitution, may
have similar coverage to The New York Times with slight differences. The audiences for this
regional paper would also be interested in the overall damages caused by Hurricane Andrew and the
response of individuals, aid agencies, and the government. This audience may be more interested
in detailed descriptions of the disaster area because of the proximity to the affected area. The
audience of The Atlanta Journal Constitution may also be able to identify more with the disaster
victim’s experience because of the proximity to the disaster stricken area. Large groups of people
evacuating the disaster zone were far more likely to be displaced to areas near and surrounding
Atlanta, Georgia. Both the national and regional newspaper coverage may not be as focused on the
recovery phase of the disaster stricken area because recovery activities may not interest audiences
outside the impact area. Where newspaper coverage of Hurricane Andrew may drop off dramatically
after the initial impact phase of the disaster, The Miami Herald would be expected to continue heavy
coverage during the recovery phase of the disaster because local audiences would continue to want
and need the information. The continued heavy coverage throughout the year by The Miami Herald
would also help the hurricane victims cope with the disaster by sharing information resources, a
common misery, and a community struggle for recovery.
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Table 1: Distribution of Total Newspaper Articles published per Month for Year of Coverage in The
New York Times, The Atlanta Constitution, and The Miami Herald.

Month

NYT

AJC

MH

August 1992

81

69

318

September 1992

169

94

915

October 1992

28

16

317

November 1992

11

7

164

December 1992

10

8

200

January 1992

4

3

91

February 1993

6

4

100

March 1993

8

4

150

April 1993

5

3

105

May 1993

5

5

115

June 1993

1

4

68

July 1993

3

4

61

August 1993

8

6

129

Total Articles

339

227

2733

NYT – The New York Times
AJC – The Atlanta Journal Constitution
MH – The Miami Herald
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When a natural disaster is very large, many different government agencies respond to those
aspects of the disaster that fall within their jurisdiction. The government published 15 reports on
Hurricane Andrew. Interestingly, I was not able to locate a comprehensive report by FEMA on their
response to Andrew. What might seem a simple contrast between the government report and a
newspaper article becomes more complex.
Several different government agencies write reports about how they fulfilled their particular
mission in response to a disaster. Government reports reflect actions by local state and national
agencies or groups over time. Most of these reports are completed after the impact of and initial
response to the disaster. Among the documents produced as reports by the United States Federal
Government, the following two were chosen as a reasonable and comprehensive representation of
the government’s response, the April 19 Hearing Before the Subcommittee on Toxic Substances,
Research and Development of the Committee on Environment and Public Works United States
Senate One Hundred Third Congress. The purpose of the U.S. Senate subcommittee hearing on
Hurricane Andrew was to provide an evaluation of the performance of various governmental
agencies. The Senate hearing included the main figures in the response to Hurricane Andrew. The
hearing was used not only to evaluate performance of government agencies but also to explore
possible policy changes in order to make a more effective response to the next major disaster.
Various testimonies convey an image of the disaster victim’s experience and the ensuing response.
A document by the U.S. Army Material Command, The Role of the U.S. Army Material
Command Logistics Support Group in the Hurricane Andrew Relief Operations by General Jimmy D.
Ross of the U.S. Army Material Command was also chosen. This document describes the actions of
the Army Material Command (AMC) as well as the overwhelming logistic problems encountered
during the relief effort for Hurricane Andrew victims. It also includes descriptions of the
responsibilities of other government agencies and how these various agencies work together. The
AMC report is set up chronologically, beginning with the actions of the AMC in the pre-impact phase
of Hurricane Andrew. After the description of the AMC’s actions, there is a glossary, which has
definitions for all of the abbreviations used by the army. The report ends with six appendices which
include a summary of the chronology of the AMC’s activities in South Florida, a list of Oral History
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Interviews conducted about the LSG operations, AMC lessons learned, DOMS message tasking
AMC, army tasking message to AMC, and finally a list of AMC personnel deployed to Florida. The
report given by the army provides an extremely focused view of the disaster, limited to the response
of the army and to a lesser degree the response of other government agencies to Hurricane Andrew.
In summary, the three newspapers were chosen for this study because they represent
different audiences with different priorities and interests. Therefore, the different news sources may
have differences in coverage of Hurricane Andrew. The two government documents were chosen
because they describe the government’s response and involvement in Hurricane Andrew relief
operations from two different perspectives and in combination display most of the government’s
various actions and responsibilities. The Senate committee hearing includes testimony from a wide
selection of individuals including government personnel, nongovernmental agencies and experts,
and those people who participated in the relief effort for Hurricane Andrew victims. The report from
the AMC describes the military’s response to Hurricane Andrew and the logistic problems they
encountered in their relief efforts. These two reports also examine the shortcomings in the
government’s response to Hurricane Andrew.
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SAMPLING PROCEDURES

Methods for this project include basic content analytic approaches to text-based data acquired
from the LEXIS-NEXIS database. This database is an archive of media accounts for major media
outlets and includes all of the necessary articles for this study. The individual articles were obtained
by performing a guided news search using the keywords hurricane and Andrew in the headline, lead
paragraph, or terms of the article. The search included articles from August of 1992 until August of
1993. This list constitutes the population from which the sample was selected.
The sampling unit for the newspaper coverage is the article. A simple random sample of the
articles that appeared in each newspaper was drawn using the following steps. Each article was
numbered.

For each newspaper, a random starting point in a table of random numbers was

selected. For The New York Times and The Atlanta Journal Constitution, three digits were selected
at a time and the article numbers chosen as they occurred. For these two newspapers, one hundred
articles were selected from each list. For The Miami Herald four digits at a time were selected and
the article numbers chosen as they occurred. Two hundred articles were selected from this paper.
The government documents contain sixty-eight pages in the U.S. Army Materiel Command and one
hundred thirty seven pages in the Senate Hearing.
The counting unit for the analysis will be the sentence. If a sentence appears to belong in
two or more categories, the sentence will be coded in the category that appears first in the sentence.
The date of the articles will be used to determine if news media coverage of Hurricane Andrew
changes over time. I will also be able to determine how the distribution of topics covered in the
newspaper article changes over time. If the news coverage does change over the year period, I will
be able to determine which themes emerge as the focus of the articles as time passes.
Next, content analyses will focus on identification of themes in accounts that reflect overall
portrayals of events, costs, and human behaviors. Such themes also will include categorization of
articles that focus on the description of the hurricane, disaster effects, human responses, and
individual experiences.
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CONTENT ANALYSIS

To test the above hypotheses, content categories that could be applied to both the
government reports and to the newspaper articles needed to be developed. These categories need to
have some correspondence to those found in the existing sociological literature on disasters to enable
interpretation and generalization of the findings to further studies of disaster accounts. Since
government objectives and newspaper objectives differ, the study began by examining reports and
articles to see if the content categories would adequately cover the topics and information presented.
The content categories, although initially based on previous disaster literature, were derived from the
data itself by trial and error. As I have not been able to find any published studies examining data
from these two institutions, the categories evolved from the data.
1. The first content category, damages, will consist of the number of sentences that focus
on damages because of Hurricane Andrew. This category will include any sentences that describe
the number of homes or businesses that were destroyed or damaged by Hurricane Andrew. The
number of people left homeless because of the hurricane will be counted as damages. Any injuries
or deaths because of the hurricane will fall into this category as well as any environmental damages
resulting from Hurricane Andrew. Furthermore, this category will include any dollar amounts of
damages, whether estimates of the government or some other source.
Descriptions of government response before, during, and following the hurricane will also be
included in a category. This category will be subdivided into the response of three specific arms of
the government - the military, the state and local government, and the federal government.
2. The category on the federal government will include the response efforts of all federal
government agencies to Hurricane Andrew. For instance, this category will include any statements
or actions made by the federal government in response to hurricane. Sentences describing any
materials or aid the federal government donates or lends to the hurricane response effort will be
included, as well as any commercial materials leased by the government.
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3. The category on the military’s response to the disaster will include any sentences that
focus on activities or roles of the military in the response effort. Other government agencies
deployed to provide assistance to the military in its response to Hurricane Andrew would fall into this
category. Sentences that describe any civilian volunteers directed or gathered by the military should
be included in the military response. Furthermore, descriptions of materials that the military brings or
uses in the hurricane response will be considered as part of the military’s response.
4. The category on state and local government response to Hurricane Andrew will include
statements describing the actions of the state and local government and statements made by the
state and local government. Requests made by the local government to the federal government and
the military will be included as well as requests made to the civilian population. Any sentences with
information on the response to Hurricane Andrew made by the state and local government, whether
addressed to the victims, federal government, or general population will be considered as part of the
state and local government’s response.
5. Another category included in this study will be recovery efforts made by the public to
damage caused by Hurricane Andrew. Any sentences that focus on the response of groups, victims,
or private citizen’s to damages caused by the hurricane or repairs to damages will be counted. Also
included will be all donations by the public, not including donations from non-profit organizations, of
money or supplies.
6. Sentences that describe the natural and structural environment of an area will be counted
in this category. Included will be descriptions of the natural environment in combination with all the
wildlife and its habitat. In addition to the natural environment, descriptions of the structural
environment, such as the construction of businesses and homes, will be counted. Furthermore,
descriptive sentences that describe what an area looked like before Hurricane Andrew struck will fall
into this category, as well as any sentences that describe a comparison between the way an area
looked before Hurricane Andrew and the way an area looked after Hurricane Andrew.
7. Sentences that describe the response of insurance companies and construction
companies to Hurricane Andrew will be in a category. This category will include sentences that
criticize the response of insurance companies to Hurricane Andrew as well as sentences that
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describe the insurance company’s response to criticism. Sentences that criticize or describe the
response of construction companies to the disaster also belong in this content category.
8. Criticisms of the federal government category will count any sentences that contain
critical statements about the federal government’s response to Hurricane Andrew. Any statements
that focus on the inadequacies of governmental response or the lack of the response to the disaster
by the government will be counted. In addition, any statements that center on improvements that
could be made to the government response will be counted.
9. Criticisms of the military category will count any sentences that contain critical statements
about the military’s response to Hurricane Andrew. Any statements that focus on the inadequacies
of military response or the lack of the response to the disaster by the military will be counted. In
addition, any statements that center on improvements that could be made to the military response
will be counted.
10. Criticisms of the state and local government category will count any sentences that
contain critical statements about the state or local government response to Hurricane Andrew. Any
statements that focus on the inadequacies of the state and local government’s response or the lack
of the response to the disaster by the state and local government will be counted. In addition, any
statements that center on improvements that could be made to the state and local government
response will be counted.
11. There will be a category of sentences on mass evacuations and shelters. Sentences
that describe the evacuation process, or lack of evacuation process will be counted. Furthermore,
sentences that relate the number of people evacuating or the number of people staying at a shelter
will be included in this category. Also included will be any sentences describing the success or
failure of the evacuation process and the shelters.
12. The next content category will focus on social control activities. Sentences that describe
any activities or efforts made by federal government, military, state and local government, or
individuals in order to prevent crime will be considered as social control activities. For instance,
sentences that describe any curfews and restrictions on hurricane victims that are enforced by the
military or the government will be counted.
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13. Another content category will focus on criminal behavior, activities, and events. This
category contains any sentences that describe any criminal actions before, during, or after Hurricane
Andrew. For instance, sentences focusing on looting will be included. This category will include any
responses or justifications in response to accusations of looting. Statements that comment on the
absence of looting behavior or other criminal behavior belong in this category.
14. The next content category will focus on sentences that describe the response of national
non-profit organizations and other non-profit foundations to the disaster. This category will also
contain sentences about the donations of non-profit organizations such as the Salvation Army or
Amnesty International and non-profit foundations such as churches or community groups. In
addition, any sentences that focus on the actions of non-profit organizations or foundations will be
counted, such as efforts by these organizations to organize and manage disaster relief operations.
15. Another category will be sentences that describe the overall strength of Hurricane
Andrew and related storm phenomena. Any sentences that focus on the physical aspects of the
hurricane will be counted. For instance, sentences that describe the wind speed and rain volume
that accompany the hurricane will be included in this category.
16. The next category will focus on sentences describing the social, economic, and political
environment of an area. This category will include sentences that describe the social relationships
and attitudes that exist in an area. Descriptions of the economic status and political attitudes of an
area or community will be included in this section.
17. The final content category will be descriptions of victim behavior before, during, and
after the hurricane. This category will consist of sentences that focus on the actions and
experiences of victims before, during, and after the hurricane.
Since many of these content categories appear in studies of news media coverage of natural
disasters, we expect much of the content of the news articles to fall into these categories. The
government documents will be addressing many of the same topics and should fall into similar
content categories.
After initial coding was performed, checks for intercoder reliability were performed by having
another person code a random selection of articles from the total. Following the same instructions
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used by the author, these externally coded articles were compared to those coded by the primary
researcher to assess the extent of consistency across coders for all counts and themes. By taking
this approach, both the reliability and validity of codes subjected to analysis were identified and
accounted for throughout the research project. An intercoder reliability test was performed on a
random sample of twenty articles from The New York Times and on twenty-five articles from The
Atlanta Journal Constitution. The articles coded from The New York Times had 89.9% agreement,
and the articles coded from The Atlanta Journal Constitution had 82.9% agreement.
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PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS
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Table 2: Percentage of Sentences in Each Category by Time Period for The New York Times.
Category
Damages
Federal Government Response
Military Response
State/Local Government Response
Response of Others (Groups, Victims, and Private Citizens)
Description of Natural and Structural Environment
Insurance and Construction Claims
Criticism of Federal Government Response
Criticism of Military Response
Criticism of State/Local Government Response
Evacuation/Shelters
Social Control Activities
Description of Criminal Behavior, Activities, and Events
National Non Profit Organizations
Description of Hurricane
Description of Social, Economic, and Political Environment
Description of Victim Behavior
Total Sentences
Total Articles
Average Sentences per Article
1st Period – August 1992 – November 1992 (4 months)
nd

2 Period – December 1992 – March 1993 (4 months)
3rd Period – April 1993 – August 1993 (5 months)
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1st Period
16.7%
12.1%
2.36%
5.06%
5.46%
4.43%
1.72%
4.77%
0.0575%
0.287%
3.22%
0.977%
1.32%
0.690%
4.31%
11.0%
25.6%
3375
93
36

2nd Period
25.7%
2.86%

3rd Period
4.76%

8.33%

15.7%

3.57%
11.9%
2.38%
4.76%
2.38%
1.19%
3.57%

17.1%
38.6%
140
4
35

1.19%
39.3%
16.7%
84
3
28

Table 3: Percentage of Sentences in Each Category by Time Period for The Atlanta Journal
Constitution.
Category
Damages
Federal Government Response
Military Response
State/Local Government Response
Response of Others (Groups, Victims, and Private Citizens)
Description of Natural and Structural Environment
Insurance and Construction Claims
Criticism of Federal Government Response
Criticism of Military Response
Criticism of State/Local Government Response
Evacuation/Shelters
Social Control Activities
Description of Criminal Behavior, Activities, and Events
National Non Profit Organizations
Description of Hurricane
Description of Social, Economic, and Political Environment
Description of Victim Behavior
Total Sentences
Total Articles
Average Sentences per Article
1st Period – August 1992 – November 1992 (4 months)
2nd Period – December 1992 – March 1993 (4 months)
rd

3 Period – April 1993 – August 1993 (5 months)
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1st Period
9.54%
1.73%
2.75%
3.61%
22.7%
4.19%
6.79%
0.289%
0.723%
2.02%
3.61%
1.73%
0.289%
1.73%
0.289%
14.7%
23.3%
1959
82
24

2nd Period

3rd Period
6.41%

8.25%
22.9%
8.26%

8.33%

4.59%

4.49%
6.41%
5.13%

6.42%

37.6%
11.9%
181
10
18

12.8%
32.7%
23.7%
178
8
22

Table 4: Percentage of Sentences in Each Category by Time Period for The Miami Herald.
Category
Damages
Federal Government Response
Military Response
State/Local Government Response
Response of Others (Groups, Victims, and Private Citizens)
Description of Natural and Structural Environment
Insurance and Construction Claims
Criticism of Federal Government Response
Criticism of Military Response
Criticism of State/Local Government Response
Evacuation/Shelters
Social Control Activities
Description of Criminal Behavior, Activities, and Events
National Non Profit Organizations
Description of Hurricane
Description of Social, Economic, and Political Environment
Description of Victim Behavior
Total Sentences
Total Articles
Average Sentences per Article
1st Period – August 1992 – November 1992 (4 months)
nd

2 Period – December 1992 – March 1993 (4 months)
3rd Period – April 1993 – August 1993 (5 months)
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1st Period
12.4%
0.700%
0.485%
2.10%
3.18%
13.1%
0.162%
0.162%
0.108%
1.67%
0.431%
0.269%
0.862%
9.32%
16.3%
39.6%
6496
112
58

2nd Period
29.3%
4.13%
0.393%
0.393%
3.93%
10.6%
0.589%

3rd Period
1.62%
1.18%
1.62%
0.295%
4.57%
19.1%
0.147%
0.589%

1.57%

1.03%
0.147%
1.18%
3.09%

0.786%
27.5%
20.8%
4793
57
84

36.1%
29.3%
1762
31
57

During the initial coverage of the hurricane, almost forty percent of the sentences in The Miami
Herald sample were descriptions of victim behavior, significantly more than either The New York
Times or The Atlanta Journal Constitution. An additional thirty eight percent of the sentences focused
on descriptions of social, economic, and political environment, damages, and description of hurricane.
Over sixty five percent of the sentences in The New York Time’s initial coverage of the hurricane,
focused on descriptions of victim behavior, followed by damages, federal government response, and
description of social, economic, and political environment. The national newspaper was the only news
source that focused on the response if the federal government. While The Atlanta Journal Constitution
did not focus on the federal government response, over seventy percent of the sentences focused on
descriptions of victim behavior, other people’s response, description of social, economic, and political
environment, and damages. The Atlanta Journal Constitution had a much higher percentage of
sentences describing the response of other groups, victims, and private citizens to the hurricane than
did the other two news sources. None of the news sources was very critical of the federal
government’s response, the military’s response, or the state and local government’s response for this
period of coverage. Neither The Atlanta Journal Constitution nor The New York Times had a
significant percentage of sentences describing the hurricane when compared to the coverage of The
Miami Herald during the initial period.
Although the news coverage of Hurricane Andrew dropped in The Miami Herald in the second
period, the coverage in The New York Times and The Atlanta Journal Constitution fell far more
dramatically. The second period includes articles published between December of 1992 and March of
1993. The sample in this study only includes four articles from this period in The New York Times and
ten articles from The Atlanta Journal Constitution. Not only does the number of articles published in
The New York Times drop in the second period, but the number of categories also fell dramatically.
The majority of the sentences in The New York Times during this period were descriptions of victim
behavior. While The Atlanta Journal Constitution did not cover insurance and construction claims in
the second period, both The New York Times and The Miami Herald increased the coverage of
insurance and construction claims. In The New York Times over a quarter of the sentences were
about insurance and construction claims, while only just over ten percent of the sentences in The

28

Miami Herald fit into this category. For both The New York Times and The Miami Herald, over seventy
five percent of the content was distributed among descriptions of victim behavior and descriptions of
the social, economic, and political environment. The Atlanta Journal Constitution did not have any
coverage of damages but maintained a high percentage of sentences describing the response of the
general population from the first period of coverage.
In the final period of news coverage, over fifty five percent and the majority of the content for
all three news sources was descriptions of the social, economic, and political environment and
descriptions of victim behavior. Following these two categories, The Miami Herald, which had the
most extensive coverage in this period, had fewer than twenty percent of the content on descriptions
of the natural and structural environment. The sample from The New York Times, which only had
three articles fall into final period, continued coverage on insurance and construction claims from the
second period with almost twelve percent of the content. The Atlanta Journal Constitution coverage
from this period, which had eight articles in the sample, focused more heavily, with almost thirteen
percent of the content, on physical descriptions of the hurricane. Finally, both The New York Times
and The Atlanta Journal Constitution had over eight percent of the coverage about the response of the
state and local government to the hurricane, while The Miami Herald devoted barely any coverage to
this category.
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Table 5: Percentage of Sentences in Each Category by Speaker for Senate Committee Hearing.
Category
Damages
Federal Government Response
Military Response
State/Local Government Response
Response of Others (Groups, Victims, and Private
Citizens)
Description of Natural and Structural Environment
Insurance and Construction Claims
Criticism of Federal Government Response
Criticism of Military Response
Criticism of State/Local Government Response
Evacuation/Shelters
Social Control Activities
Description of Criminal Behavior, Activities, and Events
National Non Profit Organizations
Description of Hurricane
Description of Social, Economic, and Political Environment
Description of Victim Behavior
Total Sentences

1

2

13.8%

7.14%

5.00%

3
1.03%
29.9%
5.15%
6.19%

31.0%
5.00%

19.0%

7.22%

4
1.22%
4.88%
2.44%
1.22%
31.7%

5

6

2.99%
67.2%
1.49%
2.99%

4.35%
26.1%

3.66%

8.96%

7
1.75%
9.65%
2.63%
22.8%

8

9

11
3.23%
8.06%
1.61%
8.06%

20.2%

10
2.99%
5.97%
13.4%
7.46%
26.9%

51.0%
5.37%
2.68%

7.45%

4.70%

6.38%

5.97%

49.1%

3.36%

1.49%

5.26%

0.671%

30.9%
1.06%
4.26%

12
3.77%
9.43%
1.89%
1.89%

13
2.13%
16.0%
5.32%
8.51%
5.32%

14.5%

1.89%

18.1%

17.7%

28.3%

8.51%

17.0%

1.06%
12.8%

34.8%
5.00%

7.14%

18.6%

31.7%
7.46%

1.03%

71.3%

35.7%

80

42

2.44%
2.44%

1.03%
6.19%

4.88%
2.44%

21.6%
2.08%
97

9.76%
1.22%
82

1.61%
2.01%

1.06%
24.5%
4.26%
94

8.96%

34.8%

2.63%
6.14%

30.2%

67

23

114

149

29.9%

45.2%

35.8%

7.45%
14.9%

67

62

53

94

Speaker 1 – Mr. Stan Czerwinski from the General Accounting Office. He took a lead role in the General Accounting Office’s study of FEMA and
its response to Andrew.
Speaker 2 – Alvah Chapman was Chairman of We Will Rebuild and was a leader in the recovery effort.
Speaker 3 – Kate Hale was the Director of the Dade County Emergency Management Team.
Speaker 4 – Dick Hammond from Maine brought several truckloads of donated supplies in the past several months and wanted to speak of his
experience as a private volunteer.
Speaker 5 – General John Heldstab was Director of Operations, Readiness, and Mobilization of the United States Army. General Heldstab
coordinated the military deployment in South Dade in August and September of 1992.
Speaker 6 – Tom Kirby was from the Dade County Farm Bureau and represented the diverse agricultural community in the area.
Speaker 7 – Frank Koutnik from the State of Florida’s Emergency Management Division discussed FEMA’s prepatory works before Andrew struck.
Speaker 8 – Dennis Kwiatkowski presented FEMA’s perspective on the storm and discussed some of the measures FEMA took internally to
improve its response capability.
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Speaker 9 – Arturo Lopez was Executive Director of the Coalition of Florida Farm Worker Organizations
and spoke to the unique challenges that face migrant agricultural workers.
Speaker 10 – Lou Medin came from the Institute for Simulation and Training in Orlando to present a
proposal for training emergency response personnel with computer simulations.
Speaker 11 – Alex Muxo, City Manager of Homestead, was the host and presented testimony on FEMA’s
recovery mission.
Speaker 12 – Bruce Netter was at Saint Ann’s Mission and the site director of the Life and Family Support
Center in the tent city adjacent to Saint Ann’s.
Speaker 13 – Billy Wagner, the Emergency Management Director from Monroe County discussed the
special concerns of emergency preparation in the Florida Keys.
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The table from the Senate committee hearing has the testimony content categorized by each
speaker. The first speaker, Mr. Stan Czerwinski from the General Accounting Office, was unique in
that over seventy one percent of his testimony was spent on descriptions of the social, economic, and
political environment. He, more than any other speaker, was describing the current state of affairs of
the response effort to Hurricane Andrew. Every speaker did have testimony in this category, but
certainly not to the extent of Mr. Czerwinski. The second speaker, Alvah Chapman, was chair of a
group titled “We Will Rebuild” and was a leader in the hurricane recovery effort. Over sixty six percent
of his testimony focused on descriptions of the social, economic, and political environment and the
response of other groups, victims, and private citizens. His testimony on response of others described
his experience responding to Hurricane Andrew. Mr. Chapman also had the highest percentage of
testimony on the natural and structural environment of the hurricane affected area, followed only by
Billy Wagner, the Emergency Management Director from Monroe County. The third speaker, Kate
Hale, was the Director of the Dade County Emergency Management Team. Over fifty one percent of
her testimony was on the federal government response to Hurricane Andrew and descriptions of the
social, economic, and political environment. She also spent over eighteen percent of her testimony
criticizing the response of the federal government. Dick Hammond, the fourth speaker, was a farmer
from Maine who responded to Hurricane Andrew out of his own means by bringing several truck loads
of donated supplies to hurricane victims. Most of his testimony was equally dispersed between
response of other groups, victims, and private citizens, and the category on criticism of the federal
government. General John Heldstab, the fifth speaker, coordinated the military deployment to South
Dade. Out of all the speakers, he was the only one whose testimony did not include criticism of the
federal government response to Hurricane Andrew. His testimony was dominated by his description of
the military’s response to the disaster, and he was one of two speakers that did have some criticism of
the military’s response. Tom Kirby from the Dade County Farm Bureau was the sixth speaker and his
testimony was similar to the testimony of the ninth speaker, Arturo Lopez who was Executive Director
of the Coalition of Florida Farm worker Organizations. Both speakers used over fifty five percent of
their testimony on criticism of the federal government response to disaster and descriptions of the
social, economic, and political environment. Tom Kirby’s testimony also largely focused on the
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response of state and local government, while Arturo Lopez concentrated the rest of his testimony on
the response of other groups, victims, and private citizens. Frank Koutnik, the seventh speaker, was
from the State of Florida’s Emergency Management Division, and he was involved in the hearing to
discuss FEMA’s prepatory works before Andrew struck. Almost half of his testimony was spent
criticizing the federal government response to Hurricane Andrew, the highest percentage of any
speaker. Following this, he spent the majority of the remainder of his testimony on the state and local
government response to the hurricane. The eighth speaker, Dennis Kwiatkowski, was involved in the
hearing to present FEMA’s perspective on the storm and to discuss some of the measures FEMA took
internally to improve its response capability. The majority of his testimony was spent explaining the
federal government’s response to the disaster followed by descriptions of the social, economic, and
political environment. The tenth testimony was from Lou Medin who came from the Institute for
Simulation and Training in Orlando to present a proposal for training emergency response personnel
with computer simulations. Over half of his testimony was focused on descriptions of the social,
economic, and political environment and the response of other groups, victims, and private citizens to
the hurricane. Lou Medin also had the highest percentage of testimony on the response of the military
to the disaster, other than General John Heldstab. He focused on the response of the military
because he wanted the military to be involved in any hurricane simulation training. The eleventh
speaker in the Senate Committee Hearing was Alex Muxo, City Manager of Homestead. Almost half
of his testimony was spent describing the social, economic, and political environment of Homestead at
the time of this hearing, and over thirty percent focused on criticism of federal government response to
the hurricane and description of natural and structural environment. The twelfth speaker was Bruce
Netter from Saint Ann’s Mission and the site director of the Life and Family Support Center in a tent
city. His testimony focused on describing the social, economic, and political environment in the area
and in the tent city. He was also critical of the federal government response, and he spent more time
talking about evacuations and shelters than any other speaker did. The tent city that he was the
director of had been forced to evacuate due to flooding. The final speaker was Billy Wagner, the
Emergency Management Director from Monroe County. He was invited to participate in the hearing in
order to address the special concerns of emergency preparation in the Florida Keys. His testimony
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was widespread with about fifty percent of it distributed between description of the natural and
structural environment, descriptions of the social, economic, and political environment, federal
government response, and evacuation and shelters.
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Table 6: Percentage of Sentences in Each Category for The Army Material Command.
Category
Damages
Federal Government Response
Military Response
State/Local Government Response
Response of Others (Groups, Victims, and Private Citizens)
Description of Natural and Structural Environment
Insurance and Construction Claims
Criticism of Federal Government Response
Criticism of Military Response
Criticism of State/Local Government Response
Evacuation/Shelters
Social Control Activities
Description of Criminal Behavior, Activities, and Events
National Non Profit Organizations
Description of Hurricane
Description of Social, Economic, and Political Environment
Description of Victim Behavior
Total Sentences
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The Army Material Command
2.53%
2.53%
30.0%
0.474%
0.474%
4.90%
2.05%
11.1%
0.474%
0.158%
0.158%
1.26%
43.6%
0.316%
186

The report from The Army Material Command was dominated by descriptions of the social,
economic, and political environment. The document was a time line of the army’s response to
Hurricane Andrew, including the military’s interaction with government and non-government agencies.
Close to thirty percent of the document related all the tasks of the AMC as well as all the government
and donated supplies that the AMC moved to strategic distribution centers. The retired general who
authored the report had little criticism for either the federal government or state and local government
response to Hurricane Andrew. Most of the criticism, eleven percent of his testimony, was focused on
the AMC including equipment and logistic problems encountered during the response effort.
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Table 7: Percentages of Sentences in Each Category for, The New York Times, The Atlanta Journal
Constitution, The Miami Herald, The Senate Committee Hearing, and The Army Material Command
report.
Category
Damages
Federal Government Response
Military Response
State/Local Government Response
Others (Groups, Victims, and Private Citizens)
Description of Natural and Structural Environment
Insurance and Construction Claims
Criticism of Federal Government Response
Criticism of Military Response
Criticism of State and Local Government Response
Evacuation/Shelters
Social Control Activities
Descriptions of Criminal Behavior, Activities, and
Events
National Non Profit Organizations
Descriptions of Hurricane
Description of Social, Economic, and Political
Environment
Description of Victim Behavior
Total Sentences
NYT – The New York Times
AJC – The Atlanta Journal Constitution
MH – The Miami Herald
SCH – The Senate Committee Hearing
AMC – The Army Material Command
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NYT
16.5%
11.2%
2.16%
5.02%
5.02%
4.22%
2.69%
4.49%
0.0528%
0.475%
3.06%
0.950%
1.37%

AJC
7.94%
1.25%
1.99%
4.91%
19.0%
4.70%
5.96%
1.57%
0.940%
1.46%
2.61%
1.25%
0.940%

0.634%
4.01%
12.5%
25.7%
3599

MH
12.8%
1.38%
0.657%
1.41%
3.02%
12.9%
1.91%
0.329%

SCH
1.17%
16.9%
7.71%
6.45%
8.20%
7.03%

AMC
2.53%
2.50%
30.0%
0.474%
0.474%
4.90%

0.296%
1.05%
0.526%
1.12%

18.3%
0.586%
1.56%
2.25%

2.05%
11.1%
0.474%
0.158%

0.586%

0.158%

1.25%
2.30%
20.3%

0.526%
5.81%
22.6%

1.17%
0.977%
20.1%

1.26%

22.0%
2318

34.2%
13051

7.03%
1024

0.316%
186

43.6%

The final table compares the overall coverage for all the sources used in the study. The New
York Times had the highest percentage of sentences about damages, followed closely by the
coverage in The Miami Herald. As expected, the Senate committee hearing had the highest
percentage of content on the response of the federal government, and the AMC document had the
highest percentage of content on the military’s response to the disaster. Unexpectedly, the Senate
committee hearing had the highest percentage of criticism on the federal government response, and
the AMC document had the highest percentage of criticism on the military response. Throughout all of
the sources, there was very little coverage of the state and local government response to the hurricane
and very little criticism of the state and local government response, although the highest percentages
for both categories were in the Senate committee hearing document. The Atlanta Journal Constitution
had the highest percentage of sentences about the response of other groups, victims, and private
citizens by over ten percent. The largest percentage of sentences that described the natural and
structural environment was in The Miami Herald, which makes sense because the natural and
structural environment continued to be a problem in that area. Both of the government documents
lack coverage on insurance or construction claims, and the newspaper coverage had very little content
on insurance and construction claims. The Atlanta Journal Constitution had the most coverage of
insurance and construction claims with around six percent. Although all of the sources had very little
coverage on evacuations and shelters, The New York Times had the most coverage with just over
three percent of the content. The government documents and newspapers also lacked much
coverage on social control activities and descriptions of criminal behavior, activities, and events.
Another category that lacked coverage in the newspapers and government documents was national
non-profit organizations. In spite of the fact that national non-profit organizations were mentioned in
all the sources, they did not seem to play an integral role in the response to Hurricane Andrew.
Descriptions of the hurricane, such as wind speed and strength, were found in very small percentages
in every source used in the study. On the other hand, descriptions of the social, economic, and
political environment were found in each source in relatively high percentages. Unexpectedly, the
AMC report had the highest percentage of this category with almost fifty percent, and The New York
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Times had the smallest percentage with twelve and a half percent of the content. As expected, the
newspapers had the highest percentages of the final category, descriptions of victim behavior.
Each of the news sources differed in content from each other and differed over time. The
government documents also differed from each other and from the news media sources. The
information regarding Hurricane Andrew was presented differently by each source. In fact, no single
source seemed to tell the complete and accurate story of Hurricane Andrew.
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DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

The mass media framed Hurricane Andrew in a different way from the government documents.
Previous disaster literature indicates that the mass media portrays disasters in an exaggerated and
inaccurate way (Goode, 1992; Quarantelli, 1960; Wenger, 1975). In the coverage of Hurricane Andrew,
the mass media focused heavily on descriptions of victim behavior. This concentration on victim behavior
can lead to inaccurate portrayals of a disaster because the people interviewed do not necessarily
represent the typical disaster experience. Often times the media seeks out disaster victims who have
suffered tremendous loss in order to make the article more sensational and interesting. Throughout The
Miami Herald coverage, over thirty four percent of the content was descriptions of victim behavior. The
New York Times had over twenty five percent of the coverage on descriptions of victim behavior, and The
Atlanta Journal Constitution had twenty two percent of the coverage on descriptions of victim behavior.
Neither of the government documents had much coverage in this category.
Previous studies have also indicated that the mass media is the main source of inaccuracies in
the portrayal of physical damage, death, and social disorder (Altheide, 1997; Fishman, 1980; Gans, 1979;
Quarantelli and Dynes, 1972; Tuchman, 1978; Wenger, 1975). As anticipated, the media coverage of
Hurricane Andrew had a higher percentage of content on damages than either of the government
documents. This content can be misleading in its portrayal of a disaster because the media tends to
focus on the extreme damages (Wenger, 1975).
News media coverage of Hurricane Andrew also contradicted findings of previous disaster
studies. Studies have indicated that the mass media perpetuates the belief that disaster victims engage
in irrational and panic stricken behavior (Goode, 1992; Quarantelli, 1980; Quarantelli and Dynes, 1972;
Quarantelli and Dynes, 1977; Wenger, 1975). The media coverage of Hurricane Andrew used in this
study did not portray disaster victims in this way. Although the media coverage focused on victim
behavior, the behavior was not revealed as irrational or panicked.
Disaster literature has also indicated that many people believe that mass evacuations take place
when in reality only a quarter of the population or less evacuates (Good, 1992; Quarantelli, 1960; 1980;
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Wenger, 1975). Previous studies have also found that many people believe that disaster shelters are
widely used in disaster situations when they are not (Goode, 1992; Quarantelli, 1960; Wenger, 1975).
The media coverage of Hurricane Andrew, as well as the government reports, had very little content on
evacuations and shelters.
Previous disaster literature has concluded that although looting and criminal behavior is very
uncommon in a natural disaster situation, many people believe that it is common (Goode, 1992;
Quarantelli, 1960; Wenger, 1975). The media coverage used in this study had very little coverage on
social control activities or on descriptions of criminal behavior, activities, and events. The government
documents also had very little coverage on descriptions of criminal behavior, activities, and events, and
they had no coverage on social control activities.
Disaster research has also indicated that the mass media usually blame the government for a
failed or ineffective disaster response (Altheide, 1997; Fishman, 1980; Gans, 1979; Tuchman, 1978;
Wenger, 1975). When the government’s relief efforts appear to fail, the disaster victims and the media
direct much criticism towards the government. The sample media coverage of Hurricane Andrew did not
direct extensive criticism at the government’s response. Out of the government roles examined in this
study, the media had the least amount of criticism directed at the military’s response, followed by criticism
of the state and local government’s response. Although it was only a small percentage of the coverage,
the media had the most criticism directed at the federal government’s response to the disaster. The two
government documents criticized the government’s response more than the media coverage. The
Senate committee hearing had the highest percentage of criticism of the federal government’s response
to the disaster. The AMC report had the highest percentage of criticism on the military’s response to the
hurricane.
As predicted, news media coverage of Hurricane Andrew focused on descriptions of victim
behavior more than the government documents. The media coverage also had a higher percentage of
coverage on damages than the government reports did. Both of these topics may lead to an exaggerated
and inaccurate portrayal of the disaster.
While the media coverage of Hurricane Andrew did appear to follow some of the findings of
previous disaster studies, other findings in this study contradict previous disaster studies. Victims were
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not depicted as irrational and panic stricken. The newspaper articles had little coverage on evacuations
and shelters. Although the media coverage did have some coverage on looting and criminal behavior, it
was a small percentage of the coverage. Finally, the media coverage was not overly critical of the
government’s response to Hurricane Andrew.
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RESULTS OF HYPOTHESES

1. The emotional content of newspaper articles about a disaster will decline over time. For the
first period in The New York Times coverage, over twenty five percent of the sentences had an
emotional tone. The percentage of sentences with an emotional tone rose during the second period to
over thirty eight percent and declined in the third period to around sixteen percent. For the first period
in The Atlanta Journal Constitution, around twenty three percent of sentences had an emotional tone.
The percentage of sentences with an emotional tone dropped to under twelve percent in the second
period, and then rose back to twenty three percent in the third period of The Atlanta Journal
Constitution coverage of Hurricane Andrew. The Miami Herald had the highest percentage of
sentences with an emotional tone in the first period, almost forty percent. The percentage of
sentences with an emotional tone fell to around twenty one percent of sentences in the second period
and then rose to close to thirty percent in the third period. While The New York Times showed an
increase in sentences with an emotional tone in the second period, and The Atlanta Journal
Constitution showed a slight increase in the third period, both sources had very few articles in the
sample from the second and third periods. The sample of articles from The Miami Herald had better
representation in the second and third periods and did show a decline in the percentage of sentences
with an emotional tone from the first period. Based on this data, we cannot say that percentage
emphasis on victim behavior declines throughout the period following a disaster.
2. The U.S. Senate committee hearing following the disaster will have an emotional content
because of its focus on individual actions by certain speakers at the hearing. Only three speakers in
the Senate committee hearing had testimony that had an emotional tone. Dick Hammond, a farmer
from Maine who responded by driving truckloads of goods to hurricane victims, had an emotional tone
in around one percent of his testimony. Slightly more, around two percent of Kate Hale’s testimony
had an emotional tone. Kate Hale was the Director of the Dade County Emergency Management.
Finally, over four percent of the testimony of Arturo Lopez, Executive Director of the Coalition of
Florida Farm worker Organization, had an emotional tone. Each of these speakers would have
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interacted with the disaster victims and would have developed emotional bonds with them. Since
Arturo Lopez was working with migrant agricultural workers, he would have been exposed to the
poorest and most marginal group in the hurricane affected area. These migrant laborers would have
relied heavily on him for assistance and developed strong emotional bonds that were reflected in his
testimony. In sum, even these speakers devoted few sentences to victim behavior giving the senate
hearing document a neutral rather than emotional tone.
3. The amount of emotional content in the Senate hearing will be less than that found in
newspaper articles about the disaster. Each of the news sources had a much greater percentage of
sentences with an emotional tone than did the testimony in Senate hearing. Only seven percent of the
testimony combined had an emotional tone. The highest percentage of sentences with an emotional
tone from the overall coverage of the news sources came from The Miami Herald with over thirty-four
percent. Over a quarter of the sentences in The New York Times had an emotional tone, and The
Atlanta Journal Constitution was not far behind with twenty two percent of the sentences. Table
Seven demonstrates clearly that the leading content category for the three newspapers was
“description of victim behavior”. This category failed to reach the top four categories for either of the
government documents.
4. The Army Material Command report about the disaster will have less emotional content than the
Senate hearing. The AMC report was not written in an emotional tone. Less than one percent of the
sentences had an emotional tone. General Ross described the army’s response to Hurricane Andrew
in detail. The greatest percentage of sentences in his report were on the description of social,
economic, and political environment, a step by step recount of the army’s response to the hurricane
and interaction with other responders. Apparently only one sentence of the one hundred eighty-three
sentences in the AMC document described victim behavior.
5. While all newspaper coverage of the disaster will decline through the year, local coverage will
decline less than regional and national coverage. While each of the news sources showed a decline
in the number of articles published about Hurricane Andrew as time passed, The Miami Herald had the
most gradual decline. For the entire year of coverage in The Miami Herald with two thousand seven
hundred and thirty three articles, one thousand and nineteen articles were from the second and third
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periods. Significant percentages, over thirty seven percent, of the articles were published from
November of 1992 through August of 1993. In The New York Times coverage, only around fifteen
percent of the articles were published in the second and third periods, and The Atlanta Journal
Constitution had around eighteen percent of the articles published after November 1992. The greater
decline in the national and regional newspapers makes sense because the hurricane continued to be
news for local residents during the recovery stage while coverage lessened in areas not directly
affected by the disaster. This hypothesis seems to more accurately describe regional (AJC) and
national (NYT) newspapers than the local newspaper (MH) in the Hurricane Andrew impact area.
6. Newspaper coverage of a natural disaster will include more different topics than government
documents. The press coverage of Hurricane Andrew did include more different topics than the
coverage in the government documents. Every category was represented in the news coverage of the
disaster, while two categories were missing from the government documents. Both the Army Material
Command report and the Senate Committee Hearing did not have any coverage on the same two
categories, insurance and construction claims, and social control activities. Although the other fifteen
categories were found in the government documents, many of the percentages were extremely low.
The AMC document shows the narrowest focus with two content categories covering 73.6% of the
sentences and the top four categories cover 89.6%. The senate hearing provides a broader focus
than might be expected due to the diversity of speakers. In the hearing, the four top categories
consume 63.5% of the sentences. When we compare this with the concentration of sentences in the
top four categories in the papers, we find 65.9% (NYT), 69.24% (AJC) and 82.5% (MH). Although the
senate hearing does not cover some topics, the spread of sentences among the categories is the least
concentrated, when we focus on the top four content areas. The AMC report supports our hypothesis,
but the senate hearing does not. Clearly, the Miami Herald content displays a strong concentration
among the categories.
7. Although both types of documents will contain some criticism of the government’s response
to the disaster, newspaper coverage will contain more criticism than government documents. In spite
of the fact that the press coverage was expected to include more criticism of the government’s
response to Hurricane Andrew, the government documents had the highest percentage of critical
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sentences. In fact, the press coverage contained very little criticism of the federal government
response, the state and local government response, and the military response. Most of the sentences
classified as criticism were found in the Senate Hearing and the AMC report.
8. All documents will contain information about number dead or injured, number left homeless
and amount of property damage. As predicted, the government documents and the press coverage
did contain coverage of damages caused by Hurricane Andrew. Unexpectedly, the greatest similarity
in coverage throughout all the sources was in the category on description of social, economic, and
political environment. In fact, both government documents had the highest percentage of sentences in
this category, while the greatest percentage of sentences in the newspaper coverage was in the
description of victim behavior category.
9. Newspaper articles (particularly those produced immediately after the disaster) will have
more information about property damage, numbers dead, injured, or homeless than government
documents. The newspaper coverage did have a higher percentage of content on damages than did
either of the government documents. The New York Times had the highest percentage of content on
damages followed by The Miami Herald and The Atlanta Journal Constitution. Damage was among
the top four content categories in percentage of sentences for all three newspapers. The government
documents contained very few sentences describing damage.
In summary, the majority of the hypotheses were confirmed by the data. The Senate committee
hearing did have emotional content, although only a small percentage of the total testimony. The
newspaper articles clearly had the most emotional content, followed by the Senate committee hearing,
and the AMC document was almost completely absent of emotional content. Both the newspaper
articles and the government documents contained information about number dead or injured, number
left homeless, and amount of property damage. Finally, the newspaper articles had much more
information about property damage, numbers dead, injured, or homeless than government documents.
On the other hand, a few of the hypotheses were not supported by the data. The emotional
content of the newspaper articles was not found to decline over time. While the coverage in the
regional and national newspapers drastically declined through the year, the coverage in the local
paper did not show a steady decline over the year. Although the newspaper coverage included more
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different topics than the AMC report, the Senate hearing testimony contained a broader focus than
anticipated. Lastly, the government documents contained more criticism of the government’s
response to Hurricane Andrew than the newspaper coverage.
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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

Natural disasters are huge destructive events that affect large groups of people. Although natural
disasters cannot be prevented, damages can be minimized by a timely and well-informed response. The
key to an effective response is a true understanding of disaster situations and the behavior that
accompanies them. For this reason we have examined the reports of two institutions that construct
images of disasters for the public, the news media and the government. Certainly, the coverage of
Hurricane Andrew was somewhat different in each of the sources observed in this study.
Although the coverage in the news media sources differed slightly from each other in the three
times, the overall coverage supported the findings of previous disaster literature. The majority of the
coverage in the three newspapers was on descriptions of victim behavior. Disaster research has
indicated that reporters want to tell stories that are based in fact but also compelling (Goode, 1992;
Quarantelli, 1960; Wenger, 1975). This method of reporting attempts to personalize issues by focusing
on individuals, which can create an inaccurate portrayal of the disaster (Goode, 1992; Quarantelli, 1960;
Wenger, 1975). Furthermore, the media coverage had a higher percentage of content on damages than
either of the government reports. Disaster research has also indicated that the bulk of news coverage
follows the immediate onset of the disaster and dwindles as time passes and does not allow for a
comprehensive account of disaster response and recovery (Goode, 1992; Quarantelli, 1960; Wenger,
1975). Although The Miami Herald continued its coverage into the second and third time periods, the
coverage in The New York Times and The Atlanta Journal Constitution fell dramatically after the initial
time period which created an incomplete view of the disaster response and recovery.
The government reports presented an alternate view of Hurricane Andrew than the media
sources. Both the Senate committee hearing document and the AMC report had the highest percentage
of content on descriptions of social, economic, and political environment. The government reports were
most intent on describing the circumstances under which the different governmental agencies were
responding. In fact, the purpose of these reports was to describe and evaluate the response of the
government to Hurricane Andrew. The evaluation of the government’s response was comparatively
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critical as well. The Senate committee hearing report contained the most criticism of the federal
government response, and the AMC report contained the most criticism of the military’s response.
One can reasonably conclude that neither the news media coverage nor the government reports
conveyed a completely accurate image of Hurricane Andrew. The newspaper articles presented a view
of the disaster by focusing on the experiences of individual disaster victims, while the government reports
focused on the performance of the government in its response efforts. Both of these focuses prevent a
comprehensive and accurate image of Hurricane Andrew. The very magnitude of a natural disaster and
the number of people affected by it can make an accurate description extremely difficult.
After completing this study, certain problems in the analysis of the data became evident. One of
the main problems encountered was the creation of the content categories used to analyze the data.
Since I was unable to locate any other similar studies, the content categories were based in part on the
findings of previous disaster literature and in part evolved from the data by a trial and error method. After
repeatedly coding the data, I finally managed to create categories that would allow classification of the
coverage in print media sources. Even now, I am not convinced that the categories completely fit the
data. The study could be improved with descriptive content categories. I also encountered problems in
the division of the news media coverage over time. The coverage in The New York Times and The
Atlanta Journal Constitution dropped off so dramatically after the first time period that the results for the
remaining time periods do not have much significance. This study could have revealed findings with
more significance if the data had been evenly distributed throughout the time periods.
In order to determine if the results of this study are limited to the news media coverage of
Hurricane Andrew or can be applied to other major natural disasters, another study could be performed
on a similar disaster. A similar study on a natural disaster that occurred after Hurricane Andrew would
also indicate whether the government’s response to the disaster was improved in any way from lessons
learned from previous disasters. I would also find it interesting to see if the press coverage of a later
disaster was more critical of the government’s response than that found in the news media coverage of
Hurricane Andrew.
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The government published the following reports on Hurricane Andrew: Natural Hazard Mitigation:
Recasting Disaster Policy and Planning, Effects of Hurricane Andrew on Natural and Archeological
Resources: Big Cypress National Preserve, Biscayne National Park, Everglades National Park, by U.S.
Department of the Interior, National Park Service, Natural Resource Program Center, and the Natural
Resource Information Division in 1996. The Role of the U.S. Army Material Command, Logistics Support
Group in the Hurricane Andrew Relief Operations, by Jimmy D. Ross of the U.S. Army Material Command
in 1995. Hurricane Andrew, 1992: The National Park Service Response in South Florida: Big Cypress
National Preserve, Biscayne National Park, Everglades National Park, by the U.S. Department of the
Interior, National Park Service in 1995. Hurricane Andrew’s Impact on Natural Gas and Oil Facilities on
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